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A Democratic Paradox?

ROBERT A. DAHL

In many of the oldest and most stable democratic countries, citizens
possess little confidence in some key democratic institutions. Yet most citizens
continue to believe in the desirability of democracy.

Let me offer some of the most telling evidence for this paradox.

* In his study of the four southern European democracies, Leonardo Mor-
lino found a discrepancy between the low levels of satisfaction with “the
way democracy works” and the high levels of belief in the view that de-
mocracy is preferable to any other regime.!

* More recently, Hans-Dieter Klingemann has shown that in the most highly
democratic countries, including those both of older creation and of newer
vintage, a very high proportion of citizens support democracy as an ideal
form of government. Yet with few exceptions, only a minority of citizens
in these countries have much confidence in the performance of their gov-
ernments.?

! Leonardo Morlino, Democracy between Consolidation and Crisis: Parties Groups, and Citizens in
Southern Europe (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1998), table 3.3, 118, fig. 7.1, 298.

2 Among nine countries with democratic governments over forty years, the mean support for de-
mocracy in 1996 was 88 percent, ranging from 75 percent in Finland to 93 percent in West Germany,
Norway, and Sweden. Among thirteen democratic systems less than forty years in duration, support
averaged 86 percent, ranging from 78 percent in Brazil to 95 percent in Croatia. In contrast, among
the older democracies only 32 percent of the citizens on average rated the performance of their govern-
ments highly. Except for Norway (70 percent) only a minority of citizens ranked the performance of
their governments as “high,” ranging from 46 percent in Switzerland to 12 percent in Japan. “Perfor-
mance” on a 13-point scale that combined “performance of the system for governing,” “performance
of people in national office,” “confidence in parliament,” and “confidence in government.” “Mapping
Political Support in the 1990s: A Global Analysis” in Pippa Norris, Critical Citizens, Global Support for
Democratic Governance (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1999), tables 2.7, 2.8, and 2.9, 46-49.

ROBERT A. DAHL is Sterling Professor of Political Science at Yale University and the author of
On Democracy (1998), the most recent of his many books on the subject.
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¢ Contrary to some previous work indicating that rather low levels of confi-
dence in government performance have been a steady state, a forthcoming
multi-authored work on the trilateral democracies® presents impressive
evidence showing that in a disturbing number of the advanced democratic
countries citizens’ confidence in several major democratic institutions has
undergone a significant decline since the 1980s or earlier.* In these coun-
tries, citizens have significantly less confidence, for example, in the extent
to which politicians and parliaments care about their opinions.’ On a scale
of confidence in five public institutions, in the early 1990s confidence had
dropped significantly from the previous decade in all but two of seventeen
countries.® The causes of the decline are by no means clear and may well
vary in different countries.’

Yet as in the other work I just mentioned, these studies of the trilateral
democracies show that the decline in confidence in political institutions has not
been accompanied by a decline in confidence in democracy. On the contrary,
despite their disdain for some key democratic political institutions, citizens in
these countries continue to express high levels of support for democracy as a
system. What are we to make of this paradox? And what does it mean for
the future?

Understanding the paradox: What do people mean by democracy? Why do
they value it? 1f people in democratic countries continue to express their sup-
port for democracy, what is it exactly that they wish to support? What do they
value about a democratic system? How can people who seem to have little re-
gard for actual democratic institutions and leaders nonetheless strongly ap-
prove of democracy as the best system of government?

It is ironical, if not downright shocking, that amid the enormous amount
of survey data about democratic institutions, political participation, attitudes,
ideologies, beliefs, and what-not, we have astoundingly little evidence in an-
swer to a seemingly simple question: When people say they support democracy,

3These are the seventeen Trilateral Democracies described in the 1975 report of the Trilateral
Commission.

4 Robert Putnam, Susan Pharr, and Russell Dalton, eds., What Is Troubling the Trilateral Democra-
cies? (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000). The data I present here, and the page numbers
cited, are from chapters drawn from the book that were given as papers at the annual meeting of the
American Political Science Association, Atlanta, 2-6 September 1999.

3 Ibid., “Introduction: What’s Troubling the Trilateral Democracies?” tables 1.1, 40, and 1.2., 45.

¢ In North Ireland and France the small decline was not statistically significant. In the Netherlands
it was significant at p<.03, in the others at p<<.01. See ibid., Kenneth Newton and Pippa Norris, “Con-
fidence in Public Institutions: Faith, Culture, or Performance,” table 3.3., 92.

7 Although a decline in “social capital” may account for the decline in confidence in some countries,
as Robert Putnam has suggested, Susan Pharr argues convincingly that in Japan the decline is primarily
a result of citizens’ perception of official corruption. That may also be true in Italy, France, and Ger-
many. See ibid., “Officials’ Misconduct and Public Distrust: Japan and the Trilateral Democracies,”
2554f.
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what is it that they wish to support? So far as [ am aware, the evidence is sparse
on the ground.

A theoretical digression: Two dimensions of democracy. Before examining
such evidence as I have been able to find, let me call attention to certain aspects
of democracy both as an ideal and as a set of actual practices and institutions.
Sometimes we conceive of democracy as an ideal, goal, aim, or standard, one
that is perhaps unachievable but nonetheless highly relevant not only for classi-
fying and judging political systems (for example, as democratic or nondemo-
cratic, more democratic or less democratic, moving toward greater democracy
or toward a decline in democracy), but also for fashioning strategies of democ-
ratization, designing appropriate political institutions, and so on. At other
times, however, we judge actual systems to be democratic, even though they
fall short, probably far short, of the ideal, as when we say that the United States,
France, and Sweden, for example, are democracies. It is possible, though we
cannot be altogether certain, that many citizens think of democracy in both
ways: as an ideal to be attained and also as an actually existing government
exemplified, at least in important ways, in their own political system.

Although no model of democracy can claim universal acceptability, it is
useful to consider ideal democracy as a political system that might be designed
for members of an association who were willing to treat one another, for politi-
cal purposes, as political equals. Although the members of the association
might, and almost certainly would, view one another as unequal in other re-
spects, if they were to assume that all of them possess equal rights to participate
fully in making the policies, rules, laws, or other decisions that they are then
expected (or required) to obey, then an association of political equals formed
to govern a state would ideally have to satisfy several criteria. To save time and
because I have described them elsewhere, I shall omit them here.?

As we all know, democratic ideals are too demanding to be fully achieved
in the actual world of human society. So we need to ask: Under the imperfect
conditions of the real world, what political institutions would be necessary in
order to achieve democratic goals so far as may be possible in governing an
actual state? And by an actual state, I mean as we generally do today, a state
capable of governing a large-scale unit of the magnitude of a country in our
present world.

Most of us will agree, I imagine, that the minimal set of political institutions
necessary for modern representative, democratic government to exist in a polit-
ical unit the size of a country is pretty much equivalent to the half dozen or so
that I have sometimes called polyarchy. Again, I’ll omit describing them here.

The point I do want to make, however, is this: If I reflect on the ideal criteria
and the political institutions they require for large-scale democratic govern-

8 See, for example, Robert A. Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1989), chaps. 8-9, 106-131; and Dahl, On Democracy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), chaps.
4 and 8, 35-43 and 83-99.
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ment in the actual world of human societies, I seem to detect at least two dimen-
sions. I am going to call them the first and second dimensions of democracy.

As to the first dimension, each criterion and each political institution pre-
supposes the existence of an enforceable set of rights and opportunities that
citizens may choose to exercise and act on. The criteria of ideal democracy im-
ply, for example, a right held by citizens to have one’s vote counted equally.
So, too, the political institutions of actual democracy all imply as necessary to
them certain rights and opportunities. They imply a complex body of enforce-
able rights and opportunities: to participate in electing representatives; to free-
dom of expression, inquiry, discussion, and deliberation in the widest sense; to
form associations with others for inquiry and political action; rights and oppor-
tunities to citizenship; and more. These rights and opportunities are not merely
abstract moral obligations. In order for the basic democratic institutions to exist
in actuality, the necessary rights and opportunities must also exist, not simply
on paper but as effective rights and opportunities that are enforceable and en-
forced by law and practice. A country without these necessary rights and oppor-
tunities would as a consequence also lack the fundamental political institutions
required for democracy.

But having rights and opportunities is not strictly equivalent to using them.
That I possess the right to discuss politics freely with my fellow citizens does
not necessarily mean that I will actually engage in political discussion. I may
even choose not to vote—as a great many American and Swiss citizens do. The
second dimension of democracy, then, is actual participation in political life.
Obviously this second dimension is important. The continuing existence of a
democratic order would seem to require that citizens, or at least some of them,
sometimes do actually participate in political life by exercising their rights and
act on the opportunities guaranteed to them.

Yet it is an all too common mistake to interpret democracy as if it were
embodied only in its second dimension, to see democracy simply as a matter of
political participation, and to assume that if some people in democratic coun-
tries say they value democracy it must be because they receive enjoyment or
satisfaction from actually participating in political life. And if it turns out that
they do not particularly enjoy participating in political life and do not engage
much in it, then it might seem to follow that they do not care much about de-
mocracy.

As should be obvious by now, to view democracy in this fashion is simply
wrong. [t is wrong because it ignores what may well be the most important ele-
ment of democracy, its first dimension. In short, this mistaken view overlooks
the fundamental political rights and opportunities that, both as an ideal and an
actuality, are intrinsic elements of democracy.

What do surveys show?

Nearly a half-century of surveys provides overwhelming evidence that citizens
do not put much value on actually participating themselves in political life. If



A DEMOCRATIC PARADOX? | 39

democracy were to consist only of its second dimension, a majority of citizens
in democratic countries would give it at best their weak support and at worst
none at all. For some years now, surveys have revealed over and over again
that few citizens in any democratic country participate in political life in ways
other than voting, or perhaps occasionally signing a petition. With most people,
even discussing politics is by no means a frequent event.’ Yet the fact that many
citizens do not take full advantage of all the rights and opportunities provided
by a democratic system should not be interpreted to mean that they are indif-
ferent to their possession of these rights and opportunities. When so many peo-
ple in democratic countries say they value democracy, might they not value it
primarily for its first dimension, not the second?

Lamentably, it is precisely on this question that the plentiful flow of survey
evidence diminishes to a trickle. Luckily, this trickle consists of several surveys
in West Germany and the Netherlands. When respondents in those countries
were asked to indicate the necessary characteristics of democracy, the results
were striking. To an overwhelming proportion of people, the necessary fea-
tures were precisely those of the first dimension. What is more, for whatever it
may be worth, a survey taken in East Germany in 1990 showed that respon-
dents identified the same characteristics.?

But if this is what people mean by democracy, it is a small and entirely per-
missible move to conclude that when citizens in these countries, and probably
elsewhere, indicate that they support “democracy,” what they have in mind are
the values and institutions of the first dimension.

If that is so, then we have here the explanation of our paradox. Although
a majority of citizens in most democratic countries may view participating in
political life as neither very urgent nor particularly rewarding, and though many
may be dissatisfied with-the way their government works, overwhelming major-
ities of citizens do value the rights and opportunities their democratic system
of government provides to them. To be sure, they may choose not to exercise
their rights and seize their opportunities very often. Yet their views are defi-
nitely not internally inconsistent.

Dissatisfaction with the way their government works might in the long run
weaken the confidence of some citizens in the value of the first dimension of
democracy and thus weaken their support for democracy. Other citizens may

? Thus, “for the European Community as a whole, averaged over the entire period 1973-92.. .. 17
percent said they discussed politics frequently, and 34 percent said that they never do so.” Richard
Topf, “Beyond Electoral Participation” in Hans-Dieter Klingemann and Dieter Fuchs, eds., Citizens
and the State (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1995), 61. See also table 3.A2, 86-90.

1 On Germany see Dieter Fuchs, Giovanna Guidorossi, and Palle Svensson, “Support for the Dem-
ocratic System” in ibid., 321-351, table 331, 331; on the Netherlands, see Jacques Thomassen, “Support
for Democratic Values,” ibid., 384-416, table 13.1, 385. If I may be allowed a personal reference at
this point, the authors who report the German results remark that “the responses reproduce almost
exactly the basic institutions of polyarchy which, according to Dahl (1989) are the necessary require-
ments for a democratic system.” (p. 332)
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conclude that they will simply have to participate more actively in political life
in order to mend the defects they see in the operation of their democratic gov-
ernment.

They are less likely to do so, however, unless they possess some idea of
plausible remedies and solutions. Has not the time arrived when political scien-
tists, constitutional lawyers, and others who are concerned about the future of
democracy should take up this challenge and look for feasible ways of remedy-
ing the defects that so many citizens see in the way their governments operate?*

* This article is adapted from a paper that was originally presented at an October 1999 conference
in Uppsala, Sweden, on “The Future of Democracy.”



